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Abstract. The article deals with the problem of measurability of oral speech sample as a test quality. 
Provision of this quality is required for reliability of assessment speaking skills. The main focus is on specific 
nature of speaking skill including its mental, communication and social aspects. Assessment of speaking 
skills is analyzed through prism of descriptors of rating scales proposed in ICAO documents.  Method of oral 
proficiency interview is applied to obtain an oral speech sample measurable against the scales. The 
measurability of oral speech sample is considered as a Speaking Test quality alongside with other test 
qualities such as validity and reliability. 
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Statement of purpose 
Making ourselves understood is a need and 
universal tendency that manifests itself in the 
acquisition, development, use and improvement of 
language. The effective combination and application 
of listening, speaking, reading and writing skills is 
the human trademark.  
There are some general assumptions that 
distinguish speaking from other language skills. First 
of all it should be noticed that speech appears to be a 
human ‘universal’, whereas there have been many 
cultures and speech communities that lack written 
communication. Speech evolved before human 
beings invented writing. Therefore, people learn to 
speak and process spoken languages more easily and 
much earlier than writing. 
In this article we will have a look at some ideas 
about nature of speaking/spoken language and views 
how the speaking ability can be assessed. 
Review of research results  
In contemporary literature the process of 
speaking is viewed as a complex [inner] mental 
mechanism. Thus, Vygotsky reports that thought is 
contained in mind as integrity and does not arise by 
separate units [1]. Zhinkin considered that what is 
contained in thought simultaneously is developed in 
speech successively [2].  
The ability of human mentality to generate 
sentences Chomsky called linguistic competence or 
potential knowledge of a language. The other side of 
the process of perception and generation of speech 
according to Chomsky is linguistic performance – 
a use of linguistic competence to real speech  
activity [3]. 
The speech mechanisms can also be viewed 
through the Levelt’s ‘Speaking” model which 





Harmer considers the speaking process in a 
similar manner. He suggests that before speaking 
speakers make choices about the language they use 
based on:  
1) what they want to say;  
2) what medium they are operating in;  
3) how texts are typically constructed in such 
situations;  
4) what grammar they can use; 
5) what words and expressions they can find to 
express their meanings [5].  
To make the process of speaking successful the 
speakers have to seek (i) form and meaning; (ii) 
purpose; (iii) appropriacy and register; (iv) discourse 
organization; (v) grammar; (vi) lexis; (vii) sounds of 
the language; (viii) paralinguistic features [5]. 
For testing purposes it might be important to 
distinguish ‘speaking model’ of L2 and L1 learners 
due to possible difference in language performance.  
For instance, if Levelt’s Speaking model 
mentioned above, is turned into a bilingual model 
the following should be taken into account:  
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a) L2 speakers typically have incomplete 
knowledge because they don’t have the same 
number of words and rules as L1 speakers;  
b) L2 speakers speak with more errors and slips 
and are more hesitant and less automatic then the L1 
speaking;  
c) speech of L2 speakers often reflects traces of 
L1 which is more developed then L2 [6]. 
Speaking is oral communication and is dependent 
on others. The utterances or speech acts are 
manipulations of language for the purpose of 
arriving at ‘mutual understanding’ between those 
who communicate.  
It should be noted that during speaking one 
creates formal or informal discourse. For instance, 
face-to-face spontaneous conversations are less 
formal, often interrupted and tend to consist of small 
chunks of conversation rather than prolonged 
utterances.  
Formal spoken discourse is normally based on 
purpose, turn-taking and role differentiation [6]. The 
purpose is to achieve pragmatic goals (e.g., to talk to 
find out information); the turn-taking is more 
ordered and regulated; and clear differentiation of 
roles between interactants (for example, in doctor-
patient interactions) results in greater topic control. 
Informal spoken language contains more of 
independent clauses, diversions, change of topic, 
backtracking, ‘ellipses’, etc. then formal language. 
In general spoken communication is regarded as 
typically time-bound, ephemeral, informal and 
produced in a particular situation for particular 
participants. In this respect spoken discourse is 
considered to be typically less formal, more loosely 
and collaboratively organized, with frequent 
repetition and repair [7].  
Spoken interaction involves producing and 
negotiating language. As a result, speakers and 
listeners are involved simultaneously in both 
producing and processing spoken interactions [6] 
and speech meaning is created by both interlocutors 
‘in joint constructions’ [8]. 
Spoken interaction can be seen through prism of 
behaviours and strategies. Therefore at the discourse 
level, a language user (engaged in a conversation) 
must coordinate behaviour with that of  
the interactant. This involves adherence to  
turn-taking rules and, among other things, to 
conventions regarding the opening and closing of 
conversations [4]. 
As humans we have a capacity to express 
ourselves verbally and engage in interpersonal 
communication. With this common ability we have a 
range of motivations, reflexes and attitudes that 
make mutual oral communication a necessity. This 
communicative need is driven and informed by a 
variety of expression mechanisms: transactional; 
narrational; conversational; directional; self-
preservational; and emotional. 
While analyzing speech behaviour Grice 
introduced the idea of ‘cooperative principle’[9]. 
The cooperative principle states that speaker should: 
– make their contribution as informative as 
required; 
– make their contribution true; 
– make their contribution relevant; 
– avoid obscurity and ambiguity; 
– be brief and orderly [5]. 
Speech behaviour based on the cooperative 
principle can provide reciprocity of communication 
and, therefore, mutual understanding.  
Purpose of the work 
It is obvious that in testing environment there 
should be all conditions of successful interaction 
provided between examiner and testees. And the 
appropriateness of speech behaviours of the 
participants in testing situations is a key. 
Harmer believes that the speakers can find 
appropriacy and register if they take into account 
setting, participants, gender, channel, topic and tone. 
To develop discourse successfully ‘the 
participants have to know how to organize the 
events in it’ [5]. In other words, conversations will 
be proceeded successfully if the participants are 
‘playing the game according to the same rules’. 
In testing situations it is important for a native 
speaking English examiner/interlocutor to adjust 
his/her language level to meet or match the level of 
the L2 learner.  
Referenced by Littlewood the ‘caretaker speech’ 
is generally spoken more slowly and distinctly, 
contains shorter utterances, is more grammatical, 
with fewer broken sentences or false starts, contains 
fewer complex sentences and less variety of tenses/ 
vocabulary, more repetitive and related to the ‘here-
and-now’ [10]. 
While the native speaking English teachers do 
help provide this ‘verbal assistance’ to their 
students, they are also very adept at immediately or 
quickly ‘shifting up’ to accommodate conversations 
or exchanges with higher level English speakers.  
The underlying point is that people utilize spoken 
language to facilitate understanding and, at the same 
time, find a way to eliminate redundancy and reduce 
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repetition. On a daily basis, people seem to be 
prepared to make themselves fully understood – 
whether that be by properly assessing the target 
interlocutor and speaking to their specific language 
level and (perceived) social status or by being 
equipped with an appropriate and understandable 
paraphrase of the original statement or question.  
This last point is most clearly evident in the way 
native speaking English teachers ask questions of 
their students.  
Class observations and digital voice recordings of 
student-teacher interviews have been made. It was 
revealed that when the native speaking English 
teacher asks a student a question, they always seem 
ready with an alternative variant of the original 
question in the event that the student doesn’t fully 
(or partially) understand the question. It could be 
viewed simply as the job of a native speaking 
English teacher to always be understood by his or 
her students, but to my mind this is in line with a 
more basic and universal need to be understood.  
It is clear that communications strategies play a 
key role in speech behaviour to make it more or less 
appropriate to the situation of communication These 
strategies are used to cope with difficulties or 
problems that arise during a conversation or 
exchange. 
As described by Littlewood these 
communications strategies are as follows [10]: 
1) to avoid communicating;  
2) to adjust the message;  
3) to use paraphrase;  
4) to use approximation;  
5) to create new words;  
6) to switch to the native language;  
7) to use non-linguistic resources;  
8) to seek help. 
Littlewood goes on to state that these strategies 
are employed ‘when a learner becomes aware of a 
problem with which his current knowledge has 
difficulty in coping’ and to compensate for 
weaknesses in their repertoire [10]. ‘Caretaker 
speech’ can be seen as being very useful and helpful 
when viewed from the perspective of a teacher, 
specifically a native speaking English teacher, who 
must find a way to both effectively communicate 
with the students and actively assess the students’ 
oral productive skill level. 
Speaking is traditionally viewed as context-
driven activity, and as a result, words said in one 
instance can be interpreted, quite differently, in 
another. Additionally, certain utterances are so 
specific that, if stated out of context or away from 
the appropriate surroundings, can be completely 
misunderstood. 
Communication strategies are ‘techniques of 
coping with difficulties in communicating in an 
imperfectly known second language’ [11]. Three 
characteristics associated by many with such 
strategies that they are:  
1) problem-based (being used when communication 
problems arise);  
2) conscious;  
3) intentional [11]. 
Corder characterizes strategies as ‘risk-avoiding’ 
and ‘risk-taking’. He identifies risk-taking as likely 
to benefit acquisition [11].  
The risk-avoiding strategies are more 
problematical, and others share with him the worry 
that the development of such strategies may lead to a 
lack of linguistic forward movement. In this context, 
Ellis reminds us of the finding of Schmidt that a 
learner who develops strategic competence may do 
so at the expense of the development of linguistic 
competence [12].  
Tarone on the other hand makes the point that 
communication strategies of all categories do at least 
keep communication channels open and hence make 
reception of comprehensible input possible [13]. 
With a reference to the afordmentioned 
characteristics and mechanisms of speaking it is 
clear that it is a complex phenomenon which is not 
easy to assess and to measure the level of its 
development.  
Thus the speaking ability is viewed as a complex 
mechanism which can be characterized in terms of 
cognitive processes, language knowledge, social 
interaction, communication strategies, etc. When 
deciding on the test design to assess the speaking 
ability one should take into account these 
characteristics in order to make the test valid and 
reliable. In addition test setting, contingent, stakes 
and aims should be under consideration. In case of 
oral spoken language test measurability of an oral 
speech sample should be considered as a key test 
quality to obtain reliable test results. 
Measurability of an oral speech sample is 
specifically getting an issue in case of testing for 
specific purposes. One of the examples of this could 
be a language test in aviation area. In a rating scale 
proposed by the International Civil Aviation 
Organization (ICAO) there are six levels of language 
proficiency presented by descriptors within 6 
profiles of the language performance: Pronunciation, 
Structure, Vocabulary, Fluency, Comprehension, 
Interaction [14].  
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Level 4 is required as a minimum operational 
level for licensing of pilots and air traffic controllers. 
The language proficiency is measured only by two 
skills – Listening Comprehension and Speaking (due 
to the format of the radiotelephony communication 
between a pilot and a controller).  
Listening skill is traditionally assessed through 
direct methods whereas speaking skill can only be 
assessed indirectly and based on a human judgment. 
This judgment is made within a framework of 
descriptors outlined in a specific rating scale. 
Rating scales are known to be basically of two 
kinds – holistic scale and analytic scale. Holistic 
scale measures a candidate’s performance as a 
whole. This kind of judgment is impression based 
and usually is made quickly. Analytic scale normally 
contains statements about various components of 
language performance which are grouped according 
to levels/bands of proficiency and are called 
descriptors [15]. 
According to ICAO Holistic descriptors 
proficient speakers shall:  
a) communicate effectively in voice-only 
(telephone/radiotelephone) and in face-to-face 
situations;  
b) communicate on common, concrete and work-
related topics with accuracy and clarity;  
c) use appropriate communicative strategies to 
exchange messages and to recognize and resolve 
misunderstandings (e.g. to check, confirm, or clarify 
information) in a general or work-related context;  
d) handle successfully and with relative ease the 
linguistic challenges presented by a complication or 
unexpected turn of events that occurs within the 
context of a routine work situation or 
communicative task with which they are otherwise 
familiar; and  
e) use a dialect or accent which is intelligible to 
the aeronautical community. 
In accordance of the ICAO Language Proficiency 
Rating Scale proficient speakers at operational level 
4 shall demonstrate the following language 
performance under discreet language profiles:  
Pronunciation 
Pronunciation, stress, rhythm and intonation are 
influenced by the first language or regional variation 
but only sometimes interfere with ease of 
understanding. 
Structure 
Basic grammatical structures and sentence 
patterns are used creatively and are usually well 
controlled. Errors may occur, particularly in 
unusual or unexpected circumstances, but rarely 
interfere with meaning. 
Vocabulary 
Vocabulary range and accuracy are usually 
sufficient to communicate effectively on common, 
concrete, and work-related topics. Can often 
paraphrase successfully when lacking vocabulary 
in unusual or unexpected circumstances. 
Fluency 
Produces stretches of language at an appropriate 
tempo. There may be occasional loss of fluency on 
transition from rehearsed or formulaic speech to 
spontaneous interaction, but this does not prevent 
effective communication. Can make limited use of 
discourse markers or connectors. Fillers are not 
distracting. 
Comprehension 
Comprehension is mostly accurate on common, 
concrete, and work-related topics when the accent or 
variety used is sufficiently intelligible for an 
international community of users. When the speaker 
is confronted with a linguistic or situational 
complication or an unexpected turn of events, 
comprehension may be slower or require 
clarification strategies. 
Interaction 
Responses are usually immediate, appropriate, 
and informative. Initiates and maintains exchanges 
even when dealing with an unexpected turn of 
events. Deals adequately with apparent 
misunderstandings by checking, confirming, or 
clarifying. 
In bold are indicated the notions which should be 
clarified in order to validate the scale. The 
clarification could be done through the OPI 
validation using the methodology suggested by A. 
Lazarton. This might give answers to some 
important points: 
1. Is a speech sample elicited by the OPI will be 
measurable against the ICAO scale? In other words, 
will the speech sample contain all language and 
communicative elements described in the scale as 
targets for assessment? 
2. What means “rarely, sometimes interfere”, 
“occasional loss”, “usually sufficient”, “mostly 
accurate”, “limited use”, etc.? How are these and 
others elements indicated and identified?  
3. How can unusual and unexpected 
circumstances or turn of events be simulated in the 
OPI? What linguistic or situational complication will 
be the complication for an individual candidate? 
How to differentiate “apparent misunderstandings” 
from “non apparent ones”? How to indicate 
boundaries between rehearsed/formulaic speech and 
spontaneous interaction? How to keep a candidate 
on the track of spontaneous interaction if topics are 
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limited by the target language use domains, in 
particular by emergency non routine situations 
which are well known? Etc. 
A. Lazarton studies a candidate’s behaviour which 
can be affected by other participants’ behaviour, e.g., 
interlocutor/interviewer, examiner, rater. In her research 
she studies matching/mismatching of interviewer and 
candidate behaviour regarding a level of turn taking, 
level of rapport, verbal/nonverbal interaction, 
native/nonnative language participant, interview format 
and organization [16].  
Therefore the impact of examiner/interlocutor’s 
and rater’s training is obvious.  
Speaking can be assessed by means of an oral 
proficiency interview. Hence the interviewing 
procedure is to provide a speech sample which is 
measurable against the ICAO scale according to its 
aforementioned language performance descriptors. If 
it does not work a speech sample might be 
considered as unsuitable. To obtain the speech 
sample measurability, specific tasks as well as 
special interlocution strategies should be applied. In 
other words, the tasks and strategies should provide 
a test taker with opportunity to demonstrate aviation 
language performance at the best level, e.g., to 
successfully deal with unexpected turn of events, to 
apply strategies for clarification, to respond 
informatively, to paraphrase, etc. In this respect I 
assume that measurability of an oral speech sample 
might be indicated by a coefficient which reflects 
correlation between language performance 
parameters prescribed for its quality required (e.g., 
ICAO scale descriptors of language profiles) and 
their signs presented in a test taker’s language 
performance during OPI. 
Conclusions 
1. Speaking skill is based on complex inner 
mechanisms of our mentality and provides for a human 
being the possibility to interact with others. In order to 
communicate successfully one should employ appropriate 
speech behaviours and strategies in addition to knowledge 
of language. This statement is applied to any situation of 
oral communication in general and testing situations in 
particular. 
2. The measurability of an oral speech sample 
should be considered as a test quality alongside with 
its reliability and validity as well as 
rater’s/examiner’s intra-/inter- reliability. 
3. Both a test task type (in our case - oral proficiency 
interview) and interlocution strategies of an examiner 
impact the measurability of a speech sample.  
4. An examiner needs special training on 
interlocution strategies in order to ensure obtaining a 
speech sample measured against a rating scale. 
5. Oral proficiency interview (OPI) as a test task 
type needs to be validated in accordance with test 
validation procedures and methods. 
6. Both examiners’ and raters’ reliability should 
be provided accurately and ensured.  
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